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Portia Watson is a M.A. Candidate for International Devel-
opment at the Patterson School and will be receiving a Glob-
al Public Health Certificate from the University of Kentucky. 
In the summer of 2015, Portia interned at the Abhaiphubest 
Thai Traditional Medicine College in Prachinburi Province, 
Thailand. Thai traditional medicine (TTM) has recently ex-
perienced a period of revival and increased support from 
the government, balancing the adoption of western customs 
and the preservation of the practice. Although many univer-
sities have adopted the standardized curriculum for TTM, 
many of the practitioners are self-taught village healers who 
often do not accept payment from their patients.
About two weeks ago, a group of us spent a couple of days 
volunteering at a Thai traditional medicine hospice for can-
cer patients. The hospice is located at a beautiful temple in 
the northeastern province of Sakon Nakhon, and allows 
patients to live there for free. Most patients are in the end 
stages of cancer, and seek out the temple as a peaceful place 
to spend their last days. There they receive herbal medicine 
treatments each day, participate in group meditation, prayer, 
and other activities, and live as one big family. 
On our ride home from the temple, my friend Ning and I 
were discussing that ever so difficult question -- Why do 
bad things happen to good people? “Christianity doesn’t re-
ally have an answer to this question,” I told her. I suppose 
there are answers we create and speak into existence to com-
fort one another, but these answers still leave a bad taste in 
one’s mouth. “Oh, but we have an answer,” she replied. “We 
suffer because of the sins of our past lives.” I thought for a 
moment. “But we can’t remember those sins, or our past 
lives. If we can’t remember them, did we really do anything 
wrong?” This is one of my faults. I always asks questions, and 
I am never satisfied with the answers. “Mmm,” she nodded. 
I could tell she, too, was dissatisfied with this answer, but 
didn’t feel the need to say anything more. Strength is living 
with the questions. Strength is being dissatisfied, but not dis-
couraged.
I thought about a young patient named Achi. The light in 
his eyes. The tumor on his shoulder growing bigger and big-
ger with each passing day, sucking the blood, the life, right 
out of his body. We watched helplessly as he cried in pain, 
as the doctor said he could offer him no more morphine. 
In between spurts of pain, Achi still managed to smile. 
“He would grow up to be handsome,” one said. He already 
is handsome. He is beauty and light -- the kind that is too 
bright for this world. “I will fight my hardest,” he says. “I will 
endure.” There are moments when I feel a red hot anger rise 
within me. Why must this wonderful child experience pain 
and suffering? There are plenty of horrible people in this 
world who live lives of comfort and pleasure. Why not one 
of them rather than Achi? But I watch those who take care 
of the boy and the other patients at the temple, and I see that 
none of them are angry. None of them are crying. They are 
warm, smiling faces. They are big, tall trees. They walk into 
a room like water gliding over stones. They sing songs, hold 
hands, and speak words of comfort. I know that they, too, 
are human. That they must also feel, at times, angry, sad, 
and uncertain. But when they walk into a patient’s room, 
they do not bring these feelings with them. They bring a 
soft strength instead, for this is what the patients need to 
endure. What they need is someone who can calm the trou-
bled seas of their souls, so that they may go in peace. As I 
stood in Achi’s room I realized how weak I am. I like to pride 
myself on my sensitivity, my ability to feel intense emotion 
for others. I’ve never contemplated that these qualities can 
be, at times, self-indulgent. Achi did not need to look at me 
and see tears. He needed to see peace, warmth, strength. He 
needed me, needed all of us, to smile. 
The more time I spend here, the more I become acquainted 
with the sort of person I want to be. I am neither as strong 
or as wise as I would hope. I don’t know what story I have 
to tell. I still wish I would handle life more gracefully. I wish 
I could have held Achi’s hand, and be a source of strength 
for him. I wish I could look the tough questions of life in the 
face and smile, not needing to know the answers. Maybe 
one day, I’ll manage. 
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Clockwise from top left - 1: A local village doctor and healer 
performs a special kind of massage on a patient diagnosed 
with paralysis four years earlier. 2: Nong Achi, taken at Wat 
Kampramong hospice for cancer patients. 3: A massage oil 
out of a root called Prai. 4: Students massage a monk at a 
one-day clinic set up at a local temple 5: Achi with Luang Dta, 
the monk who founded the temple healing center.
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